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UNWELCOME VISITORS COULD BE ‘HEADED’ YOUR WAY
By Brenda Day
University Relations
MISSOULA As many as 12 million people in the United States this year could be hosts to
unwelcome, uninvited guests, and these pesky visitors are not particular about their host’s
environment.
"Getting head lice is not correlated with being a bad parent or being a bad
housekeeper," says Cathy Bartels, associate professor in the School of Pharmacy and Allied
Health Sciences at The University of Montana. "It’s just correlated with the luck of the draw ."
A person can pick up head lice either through direct contact with an individual who has
the lice or by sharing combs and brushes, hats, scarves or hooded coats — any object that can
%

move the lice from an infected head to another head, Bartels says. Lice also can be picked up
from a car headrest or a child’s car seat. Head lice cannot jump or fly, but they can live up to
24 hours off their human hosts.
If you suspect a head-lice infestation, Bartels recommends that you have it verified by a
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health professional who is trained to detect the lice.
"The adult louse in the hair looks like moving dandruff," she says. "The egg, or nit, is
about the size of a small grain of rice. Because the treatment process is tedious and timeconsuming, it’s not something that you would want to do unless you are absolutely sure that
what you’re dealing with are head lice."
If you happen to be one of those 12 million people who receive an unexpected call
from head lice, what can you do to get rid of them? Bartels has some answers.
Once a health professional has verified that you are dealing with head lice, he or she
will recommend products and procedures for effective treatment. Listen very carefully to be
sure you understand what needs to be done. The most commonly recommended over-thecounter remedies are NIX and RID, and each product has its own unique set of instructions for
use.
"Over-the-counter remedies are effective for the most part," Bartels says. "The
literature shows them to be anywhere from 90 to 98 percent effective. And that’s pretty good."
So, let’s say you are a parent who has applied the over-the-counter shampoo or cream
remedy, and you are about to embark on the next step —ridding your child of head-lice nits.
You have the nit comb in your hand.
"The little nit comb that you have to use is a really, really, really fine-toothed comb,"
says Bartels. "And it’s daunting when you look at it. Particularly if you have a child with long
hair." But combing for nits is crucial, she says, and she has some tips to help you:
■ Before combing for nits, use a cream rinse or conditioner to get most of the tangles
-more-
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out.
■ Next, use a wide-toothed comb so that you get all the tangles out. (Be sure to wash
this comb in hot, soapy water and Lysol when you are done.)
■ Get your child in front of the television and plug in a movie that he or she really
likes. Make sure you and your child are comfortable, because you are both going to be there
for awhile.
■ Have all the supplies with you. Besides the nit comb, Bartels recommends a spray
bottle with water, another spray bottle with a solution of half water, half vinegar, and hair
clips. Keeping the hair moist makes it easier for the comb to go through. The vinegar solution
seems to help break down the "glue" that holds nits to the hair shaft. Clips hold the hair that
you have combed away from the uncombed hair.
■ Start at the scalp and work your way down a one-inch section of the hair at a time.
Bartels stresses that it is important to treat every person in the household. But, she
says, animals are not affected by head lice, so don’t treat them. Head lice remedies are tailored
for humans and can harm your pets.
After you’ve completed the treatment process, it’s time to focus on the house and the
car:
■ Wash all of the bedding, all of the towels and any washable clothing in hot, soapy
water and thoroughly dry them in a hot dryer.
■ Clean all brushes and combs in hot, soapy water and Lysol. Place any hair gathered
from brushes and combs in a plastic bag and take it to a trash can out of the home.
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■ Put any clothing, toys, stuffed animals and other objects that cannot be washed in
hot, soapy water in a plastic bag. Tie the bag securely and put it out of the house. Leave it
there for two weeks. Any live nits will hatch in seven to 10 days, and adult head lice only live
24 hours without a human host.
■ Thoroughly vacuum any upholstered furniture, car seats and headrests. Empty the
vacuum bag in a trash can out of the home.
"Don’t bother with lice sprays," Bartels says. "They are worthless, a waste of money."
Follow-up is important; in 10 to 14 days, check for any remaining lice or nits.
"Be thorough," Bartels warns, "because all it takes is one nit to hatch, and then you
have to start the process all over again."
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